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Abstract A statistical study of ion upflow and field‐aligned currents (FACs) has been performed in the
topside ionosphere of both hemispheres for magnetic quiet and disturbed times by using DMSP satellite
observations from 2010–2013. Distributions in MLT/MLat reveal that ion upflow occurrence shows a
dawn‐dusk asymmetry distribution that matches well with the Region 1 FACs. In addition, there are highest
occurrence regions near noon and within the midnight auroral disturbance area, corresponding to dayside
cusp and nightside auroral disturbance regions, respectively. Both the ion upflow occurrence and FAC
regions expand equatorward to a wider area during disturbed times.
1. Introduction
It is a common view that the ionosphere andmagnetosphere are coupled through the plasma convection and
currents. Additionally, the high‐latitude ionosphere is an important source of magnetospheric plasma, and
ion upflow plays a significant role in the coupled ionosphere‐magnetosphere system (Chappell, 1988;
Chappell et al., 2000; Horwitz & Moore, 1997; Moore et al., 1999; Shelley et al., 1972, 1976a, 1976b). Ion
upflow can occur from 200 km altitude to several Earth radii (RE) (Abe et al., 1993; Li et al., 2012, 2013;
Liu et al., 2001; Nilsson et al., 2013; Ogawa et al., 2009), especially in the aurora oval and cusp region
(Andersson et al., 2004; Coley et al., 2006; Heelis et al., 1992; Loranc et al., 1991; Øieroset et al., 1999), with
maximum occurrence near magnetic noon and midnight (Ogawa et al., 2009, 2010). Distributions of ion
velocity, ion temperature, and occurrence rate of ion upflow have also been studied (Abe et al., 1993;
Endo et al., 2000). Studies reveal that there is a greater probability of observing ion upflow events on the
nightside than on the dayside (Zhao et al., 2017), and the occurrence rate is highest for high geomagnetic
activity (Coley & Heelis, 2009; Zhao et al., 2014, 2016). There is also a dawn‐to‐dusk asymmetry, with a
higher occurrence of ion upflow on the dawn side than on the dusk side during quiet times and a higher
occurrence on the dusk side than on the dawn side during storm time (Liang, 2006; Liu et al., 2001).
Different generation mechanisms of ion upflow have been investigated through observations and simula-
tions (Horwitz & Moore, 1997; Liu et al., 2001; Qing‐He et al., 2016; Zhang et al., 2017). These mechanisms
include (1) Joule dissipation; (2) increased upward ambipolar electric field with soft electron precipitation;
(3) heating due to convection shear; (4) ring current ion precipitation (Ganguli et al., 1994; Heelis et al., 1993;
Liu & Lu, 2004; Strangeway et al., 2005; Whitteker, 1977; Yeh, 1990).
Field‐aligned currents (FACs), which couple themagnetosphere and ionosphere, were first proposed in 1908
(Birkeland, 1908) and were first observed by spacecraft in 1966 (Zmuda et al., 1966). Iijima and
Potemra (1976) separated the high‐latitude current system into Region 1 FACs, which flow into the iono-
sphere on the dawn side and out of the ionosphere on the dusk side, and Region 2 FACs, which are located
further equatorward and flow reversely to Region 1. There is also some evidence that the FAC distribution
may have a morning‐afternoon asymmetry based on EISCAT incoherent‐scatter radar observations
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(Fontaine & Peymirat, 1996). Shi et al. (2010) also found some asymmetries between the Northern and
Southern Hemispheres.
The FACs are important for the transport of energy and momentum from the solar wind to the
magnetosphere/ionosphere They are also important for Joule and particle heating, which are known to gen-
erate ion upflow (Akasofu & Kan, 2013; Fujii et al., 1990; Gurnett & Frank, 1973; Potemra, 2013; Torbert
et al., 1981). However, to our knowledge, no study has yet documented a statistical relationship between
FACs and ion upflow. Despite many statistical and event studies on either ion upflow or FACs (Shen
et al., 2016), there is still a knowledge gap regarding the occurrence of ion upflow in relation to FACs during
magnetic quiet and disturbed times. Nevertheless, the relationship between FACs and ion upflow is essential
for a deeper understanding of magnetosphere‐ionosphere coupling. In this paper, we therefore utilize DMSP
satellite data during magnetic disturbed and quiet times to study the statistical andmorphological character-
istics of, and relationships between, ion upflow occurrence and FACs in both hemispheres during a 4‐year
period (2010 to 2013).
2. Data and Method
2.1. Data Processing
The DMSP satellites operate in sun‐synchronous polar orbits at about 850 km altitude, with 98.7° inclination
and orbital period of approximately 101 min. The data used in this study come from DMSP F16 and include
the following data sets: (1) special sensor for ions, electrons, and scintillation (SSIES) that provide density,
temperature, and velocity data at 4 s time resolution for the thermal plasma in the topside ionosphere; (2)
Special Sensor for Precipitating Particles (SSJ‐4) that provide fluxes and energy spectra of precipitating elec-
trons and ions at 1 s time resolution in the energy range of 30 eV to 30 keV in logarithmically spaced energy
steps (Hardy et al., 1984); (3) spatial magnetic field detectors (SSM) that consist of triaxial fluxgate magnet-
ometers that measure the magnetic field fluctuations in a range of ±65,535 nT and resolution of 1 s and 2 nT
(Rich & Hairston, 1994).
The FAC is derived by performing a minimum variance analysis (MVA) to determine the field‐aligned coor-
dinates of the SSM data, where l, m, and n are along the maximum, intermediate, and minimum variance
directions, respectively (Khrabrov & Sonnerup, 1998a, 1998b; Sonnerup & Jr, 1967). We also assumed that
the FAC is a stable current sheet during the satellite crossing (Luhr et al., 1996). After conversion to
field‐aligned coordinates, the FAC can be calculated by subtracting the IGRF model magnetic field and
usingAmpere's law to solve the curl‐B equation. For single‐pointmeasurements likeDMSP, Luhr et al. (1996)
and Wang et al. (2005) suggested converting the observations into spatial gradients by considering the velo-
city and assuming stationary of the current during the satellite passage. The dBm is zero under the SSM coor-
dinates and a thin current sheet assumption. The FAC can then be derived as the following:















μ0 : permeability in a vacuum;
j// : FAC;
dBm, dBl: the m and l components of the magnetic field;
DBm, DBl: the magnetic disturbance derived from SSM data, equal to dBm, dBl;
vsc,m : m component of the satellite velocity in field‐aligned coordinates derived from SSIES data using the
MVA method; and
vsc,l : l component of the satellite velocity in field‐aligned coordinates derived from SSIES data using the
MVA method.
2.2. Identification of Upflow Events
The ion velocity or flux can be used as a criterion to identify ion upflow events (Keating et al., 1990). The
satellite can observe the ion velocity in the vertical (positive directed upward) and cross‐track (positive
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directed toward the left of the satellite motion) directions. In this paper, the measured ion velocities were
projected in the directions parallel and perpendicular to the magnetic field based on DMSP SSM measure-
ments. At about 850 km altitude, the field‐aligned ion velocity V// (upward is positive) is usually lower than
200 m/s, unless there is extra acceleration (Endo et al., 2000). We therefore use 200 m/s as a lower threshold
for identification of ion upflow as selected by Keating et al. (1990) before.
2.3. The Temporal and Spatial Data Coverage
This statistical study uses DMSP F16 data duringmagnetic quiet and disturbed times in 2010–2013. Magnetic
quiet and disturbed times are derived based on the 10 most quiet and five most disturbed days of eachmonth
in the Helmholtz‐Zentrum Potsdam Kp data set. Figure 1 shows the monthly averaged Kp index (summed
over 24 hr intervals) for the quiet and disturbed days. The dots are the average of the values, and the shadows
indicate their standard deviation. Up to 480 quiet and 240 disturbed days are considered, and all DMSP F16
orbits have been surveyed to identify the upflow events.
Based on the ion velocity criteria in section 2.2 and using only data of quality 1 (best quality: the O+ fraction
is more than 85% and the total ion density is more than 1,000 cm−3), we identified a total of 1,064,820 upflow
event data points. In the Northern Hemisphere, there were 329,485 and 273,219 data points for quiet and
disturbed times, respectively. In the Southern Hemisphere, there were 234,268 and 227,848 data points for
quiet and disturbed times, respectively.
We calculated the FACs for all data points together with the corresponding magnetic latitude (MLat) and
local time (MLT), which were obtained from the SSJ/4 data. Next, we binned all data in grid cells of
1° MLat × 0.5 hr MLT for 60–90° MLat, depending on hemisphere and geomagnetic activity level. To avoid
fringe effects due to insufficient data coverage, we excluded grid cells that had less than 400 data points.
3. Results
Figure 2 shows the statistical occurrence of ion upflow events and FACs in both hemispheres for geomag-
netic quiet times. The left column displays the data in the Northern Hemisphere, and the right column dis-
plays the data in the Southern Hemisphere. The panels show the data coverage, the upflow occurrence, the
FAC, and regression analyses of the upflow occurrence versus the intensity of Region 1 FACs. The pink con-
tours of the upflow occurrence from Figures 2c and 2d have been overlaid in Figures 2e and 2f to facilitate
comparison. The data coverage in Figures 2a and 2bmaximizes in the Northern Hemisphere dayside and the
Southern Hemisphere nightside due to the DMSP F16 orbit. However, over time, a wide area of both hemi-
spheres is well covered. In Figures 2g and 2h, the x axis is reversed to correspond with the FACs distribution.
The blue data points refer to the downward Region 1 FACs, and the red ones refer to the upward Region 1
current. The Region 1 current is identified as the upward/downward current on the dusk/dawn side and
should be poleward of the Region 2 current, which is downward/upward current pair in dusk/dawn side.
Lines give linear fits, and the parameters of each fit are given above each part, where R is the Pearson's cor-
relation between upflow rate and magnitude of FACs. The pink dash lines show with double standard deri-
vation (fits ± 2Δ) errors of the fitted curves.
The upflow occurrence in Figure 2c shows a clear dawn‐dusk asymmetry in the Northern Hemisphere with a
higher occurrence rate in the morning sector. The highest occurrence rate (>30%) appears around noon
(about 10–14 MLT and 80° MLat), which may be associated with the cusp/cleft fountain (Lockwood et al.,
1985). Because of the gap in the satellite coverage of the cusp region of the Southern Hemisphere, it is not
possible to state definitely whether the upflow occurrence there is symmetric or asymmetric. But the
increased upflow occurrence at 80° MLat and 9 MLT suggests an asymmetric distribution toward the dawn-
side that is similar to what is observed in the Northern Hemisphere. Also, it shows the highest occurrence
rate in two regions: the area around 80° MLat and 9 MLT mentioned before that is associated with the
cusp/cleft fountain and around midnight (72° MLat and 0 MLT) that is most likely associated with nightside
particle precipitation.
In Figures 2e and 2f, blue denotes downward FACs, and red represents upward FACs. The distribution of
these currents is consistent with Region 1 and Region 2 FACs (Iijima & Potemra, 1978). Note that the area
of high ion upflow occurrence (highlighted by pink contours) appears to coincide very well with the area of
Region 1 FACs where the currents are mainly downward in the dawnside sectors and upward in the
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duskside sectors. This suggests that Region 1 FACs are an important area for ion upflow during geomagnetic
quiet times, and the electron heating associated with soft electron precipitation (not shown) may contribute
to the ion upflow. Figures 2g and 2h show a relatively significant linearity between the upflow occurrence
and Region 1 FACs, especially on the dawnside where the correlation is much higher than that on the
dusk side. This may be due to more heating sources on the dawnside: the higher convection speed (ion
frictional heating) and soft electrons precipitation (electron heating, not shown) observed in the dawn
sections.
Figure 3 is in the same format as Figure 2 but for geomagnetic disturbed times. The ion upflow occurrence
and FACs have many similar features with the quiet times. The polar edge displays a similar behavior, but
the low‐latitude boundary expands nearly 10° equatorward during disturbed times. Moreover, the dayside
dawn‐to‐dusk asymmetry in ion upflow occurrence (Figures 3c and 3d) becomes more obvious in both hemi-
spheres, and there is an expansion of the region on the nightside. Nevertheless, the ion upflow occurrence
still matches very well with the location of Region 1 FACs, and the highest occurrence rate is located within
the downward Region 1 FACs in the morning sector (Figures 3e and 3f). However, the correlation between
Region 1 FACs and the upflow occurrence shows slightly weaker linearity than that during quiet times
(Figures 3g and 3h). In addition, the downward current generally has a higher correlation with ion upflow
occurrence than does the upward current in the Southern Hemisphere, which may be due to the combined
contribution of stronger convection speed and soft electron precipitations (not shown). In the Northern
Hemisphere, the situation is opposite: Upward current has higher correlation than downward current, this
perhaps being caused by the stronger electron precipitation in the dusk sections (not shown).
4. Conclusion and Discussion
We have investigated the distribution of occurrence of both ion upflow and FACs as well as a statistical com-
parison between these two parameters during magnetic quiet and disturbed times by DMSP F‐16 satellite
observations from 2010–2013. A dawn‐dusk asymmetry is clearly seen in the distribution of ion upflow
occurrence in the Northern Hemisphere, and possibly, a similar asymmetric distribution appears in the
Southern Hemisphere, which is consistent with previous results (Liang, 2006; Liu et al., 2001). In both hemi-
spheres, the ion upflow occurrence is higher on the dawn side, where the associated convention speeds, and
thus fractional heating, have been observed to be greater than that on the dusk side (Ma, Zhang, Xing,
Heelis, et al., 2018; Ma, Zhang, Xing, Jayachandran, et al., 2018). The highest occurrence rates are seen in
the cusp region and the nightside auroral oval. The topology of the FACs distribution is very similar to pre-
vious studies (Iijima & Potemra, 1976, 1978), but the magnitude of currents is also presented in the current
study. Comparing the result between magnetic quiet and disturbed times, the higher values of both FACs
and ion upflow occurrence expand to cover larger areas, with the low‐latitude boundary expanding nearly
10° equatorward. There is also a more obvious dawn‐dusk asymmetry during disturbed times.
Figure 1. Monthly averaged Kp index (summed over 24 hr intervals) for the quiet and disturbed days that is used for event selection. The shading indicates the
error bars.
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Unexpectedly, the distribution of high ion upflow occurrence was found to be consistent with the area of
Region 1 FACs in both hemispheres. The areas of ion upflow coincide well with the area of the downward
Region 1 FACs on the dawnside and upward Region 1 FACs on the duskside. However, the correlation is
Figure 2. Statistical results in both hemispheres for magnetic quiet times. Panels from top to bottom show (a and b) data
coverage, (c and d) ion upflow occurrence, (e and f) FACs, and (g and h) the regression analysis of the ion upflow
and FACs for showing the relation between the upflow occurrence and Region 1 FACs in each hemisphere.
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much higher on the dawnside than on the duskside. It is important to learn what leads to this coincidence.
On the dawnside, the basic physical connection between ion upflow and downward FACs might be related
to Poynting flux (not shown, due to lack of accuracy observations of electric field or velocity to calculate
them) and ion heating, which are believed to lead to ion upflow due to the ion‐neutral frictional heating
Figure 3. Same format as Figure 2 but for magnetic disturbed times.
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Figure 4. Statistical results of ion and electron temperature in both hemispheres during the selected ion upflow events
both for magnetic quiet and disturbed times. The top two rows (a–d) show the data for quiet times and bottom two
rows (e–h) show the data for disturbed times.
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driven by plasma convection causes ion temperature increase. The increased ion temperature then creates
the vertical pressure gradient to produce upward motion of the plasma in the F region ionosphere (e.g.,
Keating et al., 1990). On the duskside, the upward Region 1 FACs are associated with discrete aurora and
soft electron precipitations (electron heating), which could heat up electrons in the F region and topside
ionosphere to cause their upward motion, These upwelling heated electrons can pull the ions upward
through the ambipolar electric field due to the separation between electrons and ions (e.g., Horwitz &
Moore, 1997; Knudsen et al., 1998; Ogawa & Kogawa, 2002; Strangeway et al., 2005).
In order to discuss which heating (ion or electron heating) is more efficient to generate the ion upflow, we also
plotted the distributions of the ion and electron temperatures for the selected upflow events in Figure 4 using
the same format as Figures 2 and 3. The top two panels in Figure 4 show the data during quiet times, and the
bottom two panels show the data during disturbed times. Figure 4 shows that the ion and electron temperature
around the area of higher upflow occurrence also has a clear dawn‐dusk asymmetry: The electron temperature
increased and ion temperature decreased in the dusk sectors (15–18 MLT); in the postmidnight sectors (1–5
MLT), the ion temperature enhanced but electron temperature decreased, while both ion and electron tempera-
ture enhanced in the prenoon section (5–9 MLT), noon section, and premidnight section (19–24 MLT). This
suggests that ion heating can be important for the generation of ion upflow in the postmidnight sector and elec-
tron heating is important in the dusk sector. Both the ion and electron temperatures are elevated in the noon
cusp region, prenoon section, and premidnight section, which also overlaps the area of high upflow occurrence.
This suggests that the upflow acceleration is more efficient when both ion heating and electron heating contri-
bute in parallel. Figure S1 shows the relationship between ion upflow and electron precipitation, electron tem-
perature, electron/ion temperature difference, and convection speeds. It suggests again that the electron
heating associated with precipitating electrons and ion heating from increased convection speed both contri-
bute to ion upflow. The electron/ion temperature difference also influences the upflow velocity, in agreement
with the suggestions of Ma, Zhang, Xing, Jayachandran, et al. (2018) andMa, Zhang, Xing, Heelis, et al. (2018).
The enhanced ion upflow in the cusp region can result from heating andmay also in part be due to enhanced
flow shears associated with the cusp FAC system. Our results also show an intensification and equatorward
expansion of the entire current system and upflow occurrence during disturbed times, which is consistent
with EISCAT observations (Fontaine & Peymirat, 1996). We note that the FACs themselves are not driving
the ion upflow but indicate that the phenomena are closely related.
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